William of Nottingham, minister of the English province of Friars Minor from 1240 to 1254, was an exemplary figure who, it was recorded, 'assiduously avoided intimacy with great lords and with women' and who fled with his companions into the wintery night rather than sleep in an episcopal palace.1 Through these acts of avoidance, he reinforced the idea of a moral distance between the friars and those involved in both secular and ecclesiastical governance. This was in keeping with his desire to live according to his understanding of the 'mind and intentions' of Francis, and his notoriously rigorous leadership of the English province.2 His behaviour provided his brethren with an additional model for a way of thinking about temporal affairs that was already deeply embedded in the self-conception of the order. We can see it in a variety of normative writings. The Rule required the friars to live in accordance with the life of Christ and his apostles, as described in the Gospels and the Acts. This meant itinerancy and visibility in society, preaching in public and entering the houses of the laity. At the same time, their attitude towards human interests was to conform to monastic ideals: the friars were to go 'as pilgrims and strangers in this world' , standing apart from its concerns.3 The beginnings of the order were presented by Francis himself, and in the hagiographical tradition, as divinely inspired: distinct from, and preceding, any involvement by the papal Curia with all its worldly concerns. 'No one showed me what I must do, but the Most High Himself revealed to me that I should live according to the pattern ' Assisi Scritti,[322][323][326][327][328][329][334][335] 'Regula bullata' , i, iii.13, vi.2, ix.3. For the later medieval notion of 'Gospel' life see Ernest W. McDonnell, 'The "Vita Apostolica": diversity or dissent' , Church History 24.1 (1955), 15-31; Donald S. Prudlo (ed.),
of the Holy Gospel,' asserted Francis. 4 The independence of the friars from episcopal authority was developed in a series of papal bulls from 1219 onwards and explicitly asserted in 1231. The pope warned the bishops not to hinder the work of the friars, and emphasized that it was precisely the friars' detachment that enabled them to perceive and address the impediments to the salvation of the population. 5 The alleged failings of the episcopate, and the secular clergy in general, were given as justifications for the expansion of the order's activities. 6 In the case of the secular authorities, there was no shortage of exemplary tales to remind the friars of the necessity of avoiding the courts of princes and restricting contact with the rich and powerful to matters of pastoral care.7
